



[image: Cover]









The Gallows Black


A Grave of Empires Novella


Sam Sykes






[image: ]


www.orbitbooks.net

















Copyright


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


Copyright © 2019 by Sam Sykes


Excerpt from Seven Blades in Black copyright © 2019 by Sam Sykes


Excerpt from The Gutter Prayer copyright © 2019 by Gareth Ryder-Hanrahan


Author photograph by Libbi Rich


Cover design by Lauren Panepinto


Cover art by Jeremy Wilson


Cover copyright © 2019 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Orbit


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10104


www.orbitbooks.net


First ebook edition: May 2019


Orbit is an imprint of Hachette Book Group.


The Orbit name and logo are trademarks of Little, Brown Book Group Limited.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


ISBN: 978-0-316-36359-4


E3-20190423-JV-NF-ORI









    
        
            
                Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

                

            

            
Tap here to learn more.

        

        
            [image: Orbit logo]

        

    







ONE


It looked like a good axe for killing.


At least from where I was standing—big enough to loom over an already impressively tall headsman, with a jagged head whose edge was sharpened to a murderous glint. It was a blade designed to make enough of a bloody mess to satisfy the crowd, yet to kill quickly, so that the poor bastard on the other end wouldn’t be crying and begging for death and giving people the opportunity to reflect on why they had turned out in such enthusiastic numbers to see a man die.


Contrarily, the unfortunate soul didn’t look like much of a killer.


At least from where I was standing—I could barely see him over the heads of the chattering crowd ahead of me who had all turned out to see him and his friends die. He stood third in line, a meek and sober creature who looked like he hadn’t even noticed the manacles on his wrists, let alone tried escaping them. He didn’t have the killer’s remorseless stare, the outlaw’s boastful grin. Rather, he wore the weary eyes and long, somber frown of a poor dope with poor taste in friends and a poorer sense of timing.


It seemed a shame to waste such an axe on such a man.


Especially since I was going to kill him.


“Bring up the first criminal.”


A booming voice came from the gallows, loud enough to cut through the excited murmur of the crowd. Tall and gray and weary, Councilman Linnish—by all accounts a decent and reasonable man with a strong sense of family values and a deep love of his citizens—set about the work of sentencing three of them to death.


“Keevis Rathanin. You stand accused of crimes endangering the people and property of the freehold of Last Word.” The sweaty, terrified man dragged up by a pair of guards onto the gallows seemed a twitching counterpoint to Linnish’s tired monotone. “Chief among these charges: abduction, theft, murder, looting, smuggling of magical wares, practice of profane arts, disregard for laws local, Imperial, and Revolutionary, and engaging in unlawful, profane, and grotesque manufacture.”


Linnish’s face twitched, like he wanted to look away. But he forced himself to stare into the eyes of the man whose head he was about to see roll across the gallows.


“And the participation in the cruel and heinous murder of the Imperial officer Gallicus ki Ontoran.” He closed his eyes. “For these crimes, your head is to be separated from your body and…” Linnish paused, catching himself with a breath. “And displayed. As a warning to those who do not consider the consequences of their actions. Have you any last words?”


“Linnish, please, you know me,” the man whimpered. “I didn’t even know this Gallicus guy. I didn’t—”


Linnish sighed, shook his head. If left to him, it wouldn’t have been this. If left to him, it would have been done with a short rope and a quick kick of a stool, far away from prying eyes.


But this execution was not for his benefit.


“Are the aggrieved parties satisfied with the summary and sentencing? Judge Olithria?”


He looked over the square, to a balcony extending from a nearby building. Violet banners displaying a four-winged bird in flight fluttered without a breeze, kept suitably majestic by the enchantments woven into them. The Imperium did so love little spectacles like that.


Three faces, expressionless and empty and cast in bronze, stepped to the balcony—two men and one woman looming over both. Their violet uniforms clung tight, making no effort to hide the cut of their physiques, even as swords dangled off their hips as simple afterthoughts. Mages, like most people who could make a man explode into tiny chunks with a thought, had little use for things like armor or weapons.


Imperial Judges, radiating with energy as they did, even less.


“In the name of Her Imperial Majesty,” the woman, Olithria, said, her voice rendered a tinny echo by her mask, “as punishment for this heinous crime, the Imperium is satisfied.”


Linnish nodded, glanced to the other side of the square. “And you, Colonel Tatha?”


By contrast to the Judges’ subtle displays of power, the Revolution announced their presence in a loud bellow as they snapped to attention. A dozen men and women in blue coats stood tall, their gunpikes towering high, iron heads a match for their iron stares.


A middle-aged, severe-looking man, who looked to be comprised of more harsh angles than the blade at his hip, stepped forward. He fired off a stiff salute to no one in particular and cast a glower up toward the balcony.


“Ignoring the stain of corruption the decadent Imperial swine bring to this display of justice…” He looked back toward Linnish. “By the authority of the Glorious Revolution of the Fist and Flame, I declare that we are satisfied.”


Under normal circumstances, this sort of accord would be historical.


Not since they’d broken free of the Emperor’s rule had the Revolution been able to tolerate Imperial presence. In pursuit of control of its resources and its people, their armies raged across the land we called the Scar.


Armies like the ones parked outside the city walls.


Revolutionary cannons on one side, Imperial mages on the other, Last Word, a lovely little city with industrious people, had become the flash point for the Scar’s latest conflict.


Not that the people here hadn’t expected the war between them to reach their doorstep eventually. Freeholds were bastions for those who were willing to trade the safety of Imperial or Revolutionary rule for the freedom to govern themselves. But while the people of Last Word might have braved the feral beasts, outlaws, and warlords of the Scar to make their own lives, there wasn’t a freehold around that could contest the power of both the Imperium and the Revolution.


The people had already begun to flee the city, fearing more violence. To see the Revolution and Imperium abstaining from that violence, even if it was just for an execution, was nothing short of historical.


I wasn’t here for history, though. I was here for revenge.


Linnish nodded and, without looking, gestured to the headsman.


“No! NO!” The victim screamed as he was forced to kneel upon the block. He turned his head out toward the crowd, which was now roaring with cheers. “Please, you all know me! I’m not profane! I didn’t even touch the magical shit! I was just trying to earn some—”


A bloody cloud of gore sprayed from the stump of his neck. The crowd boomed. No matter who he had been, he had brought the Imperium and the Revolution to their doorstep, and they were more than happy to see one of their own die to spare their freehold the fate that would come from a war between them.


A decent trade. A reasonable trade.


At least from where I was standing.


The thunder of the crowd grew louder as the carcass was hauled away and the head was readied on a pike. The Imperial Judges, high above, applauded lightly. The Revolutionary soldiers bellowed chants and banged their gunpikes on the stands.


I tugged my hood a little lower to hide the fact that I was the only one not cheering or cursing or whatever the man in front of me thought he was accomplishing by gesturing furiously at his crotch.


Not that I begrudged the locals their sport, mind you. When you live in a place like the Scar, you take what entertainment you can. But I had seen a lot of executions before and this one wasn’t even one of the nicest.


Really, I was just here for what was to follow.


I glanced back up at the gallows as the other two victims were brought forward, my eyes drifting back to the poor bastard at the end of the line. He was flanked by guards at the moment, along with the person in front of him—too soon to kill him, had to wait until he got onto the gallows. I’d have a clean shot.


And then… I’d take what I was owed.


As if in answer to my thoughts, I felt something burning at my hip. My hand drifted unconsciously to the weapon strapped to my belt, fingers caressing his black hilt and fumbling briefly over the metal of his trigger. He begged to be drawn.


And who was I to turn down such a gentleman?


Beneath my cloak, I unsheathed him. I glanced down, studied him in the darkness. A gun of black and brass, a polished black hilt and a glistening brass chamber that seemed to glow as my eyes lingered on it. And, carved around the hole of his barrel, the visage of a grinning dragon leered back at me through metal eyes.


He did so love being admired.


Almost as much as he loved what I was about to do.


I looked back up at the man about to be killed. He was gaunter and weaker than I remembered. And if I didn’t recognize that poor, hapless why-me stare, I wouldn’t have recognized him at all.


But I still knew his name. As surely as I had when I’d written it on my list.


“Zanze,” I whispered.


I held it on my tongue, whispered it again as I reached into my pouch and felt the cold metal of the shells, fingers tracing over the spells scrawled upon their metal.


“Zanze.”


I plucked three of them out, flipped the gun’s chamber open and was greeted with three black holes. One by one, I loaded them. They each clicked home: Discordance, Hellfire, Hoarfrost. One by one, I imagined them tearing him apart, freezing the chunks of his corpse, melting them to greasy puddles.


“Zanze.”


“Fine day to see justice done, isn’t it?”


I glanced up as I pulled my cloak over the gun, sending him seething at the indignity of being hidden. But what else was I supposed to do? I hadn’t been around Last Word for very long, but I imagined that loading a magic gun while muttering the name of a man you intended to kill over and over would make you look weird to most people.


Let alone an Imperial mage.


He stood tall and proud—or rather, attempted to stand taller and prouder than me—as he loomed close enough for me to make out the crystalline medal of the four-winged bird affixed to his chest. I offered him a cordial smile, hoping he would leave.


“I see you’ve noticed my honors.”


But they never do, do they?


“They don’t give this honor to just anyone.” He tapped the medal I had been inspecting and smirked. “Only those who proudly serve the cause of the Imperium by bringing order to the savages of this wasteland receive such gratitude from the Empress Herself.”


Punch him in the face and see if he goes away.


I bit back that instinct, along with the other three that followed, and drew in a breath.


That would draw attention. Then they’ll take Zanze away and you’ll have to wait to kill him. Just be nice.


“I don’t want to say I’m a hero, but…”


Okay, just try to be nice.


“Is that so, sir?” I tried to sound pleasant—or at least not bored—and struggled with both. “Surely, you do me too much honor by gracing me with your presence. If you have other things to do—”


“Take this malcontent.” He, predictably not appearing to have heard me, gestured to the carcass being tossed off the gallows. “He was working for one of the insidious Freemakers. He eluded the rampaging fist of justice for months, pilfering magical weaponry and smuggling the profane goods, introducing the taint of magic into the city. Took us weeks to track him down, but mercifully, I was able to find him here in Last Word.”


“You must be very skilled, sir.”


I attempted to offer him a saccharine smile, hoping he, like a puppy, would take a treat and go find another place to lick himself in. Two problems with that, though: puppies are cute and I wasn’t particularly good at smiling.


“Well, I don’t wish to brag,” he said, smirking. “But even the backwaters of the Scar have heard the name of Athropos yun Deramonte.”


I hadn’t, but then again, I didn’t think most people bothered to name assholes.


“And may I have your name, madam?”


I glanced at him, just enough to let him see the barest glimpse beneath my hood. Just enough to let him see the scars twisting down over my eye, clawing away at my cheek, and offered him the same grin I offered the last guy I punched.


“Sal,” I said.


He cringed; good.


But he didn’t leave; bad.


“Unfortunately, I would have had another medal to show if I had beat those lunatic Revolutionaries here.” He glanced to the nearby soldiers in blue and sneered. “Alas, we must settle for this farce of an execution instead of true Imperial justice. Olithria, after all, wishes to be diplomatic.”


“Uh-huh.” My patience, along with my sweetness, was running out. My eyes were on the gallows as the next prisoner was hauled up. “Real kick in the balls, that.”


“Oh, I can’t complain,” he said, pointedly not listening anymore. A morbid smile creased his face as he looked toward the gallows. “We are avenging the loss of our officer Gallicus. These swine had a hand in his death, it’s been deemed. To see Imperial justice done is an honor.” He smirked. “And, at the very least, another Freemaker will be dead because of our actions.”


I blinked. “A Freemaker?”


He gestured to the gallows. I blinked again. He must have been mistaken. Freemakers were ancient, decrepit old men who hid in dank holes, tinkering over long-dead machines with withered hands and breathing in the scents of acrid chemicals through lungs long atrophied.


Or at least the one I knew was.


The woman walking to her own death looked positively serene.


Short, slim, and wrapped in a simple black dress, she ascended the gallows without fuss. Her face was calm, her eyes betraying no fear of the fate she had just witnessed nor that which awaited her, not a strand of her black hair out of place. She didn’t even seem to notice the manacles around her wrists, as though they were mere inconveniences.


And the crowd, for all its jeers and curses, wasn’t even worth her attention.


Linnish raised a hand for silence before continuing. “You stand accused of the crime of Freemaking,” he said. “For the black-tongued oaths you have sworn, for the vile poisons you have brewed, for the profane machines you have constructed, for the lives you have claimed and would have claimed had your renegade ways not been halted.” He closed his eyes, let out a sigh. “Young lady, I—”


“That’s not my name.”


She barely raised her voice. Yet Linnish recoiled, as though struck. He stared at her, mouth open. And she simply spoke again.


“Say my name.”


His lips quivered, as though he were hesitant, before he finally whispered it.


“Twenty-Two Dead Roses in a Chipped Porcelain Vase.”


An excited murmur went through the crowd. Even I let out a curse at the name.


No one in the Scar ever saw a black, smoking crater and wondered if it wasn’t the work of Twenty-Two Dead Roses in a Chipped Porcelain Vase. The Freemaker whose acids could eat through armor, whose explosives had torn freeholds and townships apart, whose poisons had sent more people to the black table than I’d had hot meals?


This was her?


I’d thought she’d be taller.


“Have you any last words?” Linnish asked.


She stared at him thoughtfully. She looked out over the crowd, glanced from them to the Revolutionary soldiers to the Imperial Judges. She sighed softly. A whisper of a smile creased her face, the last words a mother breathes to a child too young to know what she’s saying.


“Would you even understand?”


At that, the crowd rose to an angry roar again. Curses were thrown, stones followed. She made not a move to dodge them, this Freemaker. She barely seemed to notice them, nor the hands that were throwing them. Even as the guards pushed her to her knees and the headsman cleaned his axe of gore, she seemed not at all concerned, her eyes fixed on a distant horizon that I couldn’t begin to see.


And it struck me as odd that I should want so badly to know what she was looking at.


For the first time since I had arrived, one of my eyes was off Zanze. So it was with some surprise that, when I finally thought to look back at him, his eyes were locked on me.


Fuck.


He had picked me out in the crowd somehow. His eyes were wide with recognition, his lips already struggling to form an adequate curse. He hadn’t been expecting to see me again. Let alone at his own execution.


Had this come just a little later, I’d have enjoyed this, that moment where the reality of just how fucked he was came crashing down upon him. After all, that’s why I wanted to take this particular honor from the headsman. I wasn’t about to let someone else kill him—it’s the principle of the thing.


But this was too soon. He was already shuffling backward, restrained by his guards, trying to find a way out. And he would, the minute they took their eyes off him. I knew what he could do. I knew what powers he held.


It was the whole reason I was here to kill him.


I started off toward the gallows.


“Now where are you going?”


I was only vaguely aware of Athropoop or whatever his name had been calling at me. Another voice was in my ears. I felt the gun burning in my hand, his hilt seething with delight at the carnage we were about to inflict. I tried to ignore his delight, keep my eyes on that twitching, feckless bastard in the back.


We were here for a reason, after all.


“I’m not sure what backwater you came from, madam.”


A hand shot out, slid beneath my cloak, and grabbed my arm.


“But no one turns their back on a mage of the Imperium and—”


His words fell as soon as he pulled my arm out.


Across lean muscle, twisting tattoos of wings and thunderclouds and serpents ran up my wrist, the work occasionally marred by scars across my arm. He might have recognized them.


But I think it was probably the gun that tipped him off to who I was.


“You…” He stared at the gun in my hand, the gun staring back with its grinning dragon barrel. “That’s… that’s the Cacophony.” He whispered its name, it burned in my hand. He looked back up to me. “Then you’re—”


“Don’t.”


I pulled away, perhaps hoping he’d seen sense and would let it lie. But you don’t tend to trust mages to be reasonable. He seized my hood, pulled it from my face. Locks of white hair fell free, doing nothing to hide the long scars. And in the light of day, he saw me.


He knew me.


And he screamed.


“VAGRANT!” he howled, turning toward the balcony. “THERE’S A VAGRANT HERE! IT’S SAL THE CACOPHONY! SHE’S—”


His last words came dribbling out of his mouth on a stream of red. Shaking fingers went to his throat, felt the tip of the blade jutting out beneath his jaw. He twitched as the sword came free and staggered around, red weeping out between his fingers. He stared at the blade in my hand, heavy with his life dripping off the blade, before looking up at me. I saw the empty, unthinking horror in his eyes.


And in every eye of every stare of every person in the square as they looked upon me, blade in one hand, gun in the other.


In the silence that followed, I heard everything. A drop of blood fell from the headsman’s axe, hanging just above the Freemaker’s head, to spatter upon her neck. A solitary click of a gunpike being loaded behind me. A distant note of a spell called to a mage’s lips and energy crackling.


The entire world held its breath as the mage who couldn’t take a hint tried to say something, saw blood spatter out from his mouth onto the street, and then slumped over, facedown in a puddle of his own life.


And then, with one great gasp, it all seemed to scream.


“KILL THE VAGRANT!”














TWO


Could have told him to fuck off.


I pushed my way through a crowd of screaming, fleeing, frothing madness.


Could have punched him in the face.


I heard the whirr of autobows, ducked as a flurry of bolts shrieked overhead.


Could have just grabbed someone else and started kissing them. He would have gotten the idea.


A scream was hurled at me, a blade followed. My sword shot up, caught it at the guard. My boot thrust out, caught a guard in the belly. My sword punched through his collarbone as he doubled over, and he fell, screaming and clutching his neck, to the ground as his fellows came rushing toward me.


But you wanted to be nice.


In hindsight, it probably would have been wiser to simply find a more quiet way to kill off Zanze—a long-range crossbow, a rooftop, poison his gruel, I don’t know.


But then he’d have died without knowing, without uttering my name before he drew his last breath, without looking into my eyes and knowing what black hell awaited him.


If you must choose between wisdom and drama, choose drama—all the legends about wise people are boring, the old saying went. I had always thought it sound advice.


“RUN! IT’S THE CACOPHONY!”


Until now, anyway.


They tore this way and that, a screaming storm of sweaty flesh and gaping mouths colliding with each other, crawling over each other, pushing each other aside in a desperate bid to escape. The people of Last Word were everywhere.


“What’s she doing here?”


And their screams filled the air.


“Get the women and children out of here!”


“Why only them? What about me?”


“For fuck’s sake, just run before she unsheathes it!”


I hate to admit it, but there is a certain sense of gratification that comes from so many people running in terror at your name. And the shrieking mob provided enough cover that the Revolution and the Imperium alike were unable to attack me right away. But as I fought my way closer to the gallows, I could hear a voice cut through the panic like a blade.


“Get the prisoners out of here!” Linnish cried out. “Get them out!”


I could see the chains flashing, guards seizing Zanze by his arms and starting to haul him away. And despite the chains on his wrists, a faint smile on his face was aimed just at me, as if to say:


I win.


And I threw back my cloak. And I lowered my blade. And I raised my gun as if to say:


The fuck you do.


He drank in the light of the dying day, his brass barrel ablaze. His eyes seemed to glow a little brighter, the leering grin of the dragon’s maw grew a little wider. And, though it sounds mad to say, I thought I could almost hear him giggle.


“Is that…”


Someone had the presence of mind to speak before his mind, his courage, and what was left of his sense fled him. The crowd’s screams descended into wordless, terrified shrieking. Their mad rush turned into a depraved scramble, they trampled each other underfoot in a desperate bid to get away from me. If they were scared of me, they were outright terrified of my gun.


The Cacophony had that effect on people.


And this time, it worked to my benefit. In their mad bid to escape the woman with the big fuck-off gun, they tore a clear line between me and the gallows. For the briefest of moments, I saw Zanze’s face as he saw me, saw the Cacophony in my hands, and realized what I was about to do and gave me a look that…


Well, it wasn’t better than sex. But it was close.


I squeezed the trigger.


The Cacophony fired.


And then things got bad.


The recoil shuddered down my arm as the shell shrieked out from the barrel. It sped toward the gallows, a bright flash of light and a gasp of gunfire.


In a great eruption of sound and anger, the wail of a thousand trumpets blaring all at once burst into a wall of sheer noise. The gallows were torn apart in the explosion, sending shards of wood and rope and bloodstained nails flying through the air. Bodies of guards and corpses flew, limp, through the sky to smash against buildings and twist around lampposts. The cobblestones were torn apart and a massive cloud of dust arose. And when it cleared, all that remained of the gallows was a stark crater.


Discordance. Not the most subtle of my tricks, but it tends to get the job done.


Or at least I thought it did. I squinted, searching through the dust and carnage for any sign of Zanze. I couldn’t see him—his corpse or otherwise—in the groaning wreckage of the gallows. Had he changed? Had he used his powers to shift into a bird or something and simply flown away? Or had I missed him and—


“Vagrant scum!”


Right. Ponder later.


Fight now.


I heard the chorus of metallic clicks and of boots striking the stone. I glanced up and saw the Revolutionaries, arranged in twin rows of standing and kneeling soldiers, their gunpikes leveled at me, barrels glistening. Beside them Colonel Tatha stood, saber drawn and pointed at me.


“By the order of the Great General, Immutable Scion of the Glorious Revolution,” he shouted in that shrill voice, “I demand your surrender or subject you to the righteous barrage of the Revolution’s justice!”


I raised a hand, lowered my gun. “Colonel, you seem like a sensible man. There’s no need to be hasty now. If we just—”


“FIRE!”


He wasn’t and there was.


Before the gunpikes clicked I went running for cover, away from what civilians still fled, and leapt behind the largest chunk of gallows I could, slamming my back against it. Muzzles flashed. Bullets went screaming past me to punch through wood and stone and unlucky bastards alike.


“Now why the fuck would you demand a surrender and then go and fire before a lady can give an answer?” I muttered beneath the crack of gunfire.


They didn’t hear me, of course. I wasn’t about to poke my head out and say it louder, either. I’d seen gunpike bullets tear a man in armor to pieces. Even now, my makeshift barricade shuddered with each shrieking strike, the bullets tearing off huge chunks of wood.


It wouldn’t last another volley unless I got a chance.


“Reload, damn you! Reload!”


And there it was.


Your average Revolutionary soldier was, from birth until death, hewed, hammered, and polished into a finely oiled, unquestioning machine of a human that could reload one severium bullet into a gunpike in about thirty seconds. That’s not a lot of time for a counterattack.


Fortunately, I only needed about three.


In one, I sprang up behind my barricade, leveled the Cacophony at them. In the second, Tatha’s eyes went wide as they met the grinning dragon’s muzzle, his mouth beginning to form the shape of a command. Had he had a fourth second, he might have made it.


But by the third, I had already pulled the trigger.


And Hellfire came out.


The shell sped from the Cacophony’s maw and struck the pavement before the Revolutionary squadron. The air erupted with a roar as a wall of fire burst from the stone and reached out with a hundred angry red hands.


“Back! Fall back!”


Tatha’s orders were swallowed by the cackle of flame, as were the screams of the Revolutionaries who were swept into fiery teeth that gnawed through cloth, bit through flesh, drank boiling blood, and devoured screams. Their bodies blackened beneath the sheets of flame, ashen memories forgotten by their comrades as they fled.


I leapt over the splintered remains of my barricade, took off at a run for the nearest escape. What stupid civilians remained had been given wit by the Cacophony’s display and were disappearing rapidly into the various alleys. I could follow their lead, disappear into the city, find Zanze—his corpse or his soon-to-be corpse—later, when there was less of a spectacle.


It seemed like a fine enough plan.


Right up until I heard the song, anyway.


A discordant note of a verse with no story in a language that had no words, I heard the sound ringing. I heard the cry of the Lady Merchant, the Giver of Gifts, the Mistress of Barters, She Who Holds the Magic in my ears, my skin, in my very bones.


That’s how I knew there was magic being cast.


“That’s far enough, Vagrant.”


Well, that and the mage flying overhead. That was also a pretty big hint.


I hate mages.


The shadow of Olithria swept over me. I screeched to a halt as she came crashing down upon a dead Revolutionary’s blackened carcass, splintering it to fragments of ash. From the balcony she had looked intimidating. Standing in front of me, looking down through her featureless bronze mask from a height a whole head taller than mine, she looked positively terrifying.


“So it is you.” She canted her head, studying me. “I had thought these peasants to simply be ranting, yet…”


I felt her gaze run across my body, taking me in through those black sockets of her mask, over the tattoos running down my arms, across the scars decorating my body, before settling upon the gun hanging from my hand.


“Sal the Cacophony dares to show her face in an Imperial presence,” she uttered, insultingly unimpressed. “I had heard you were so brash. I’ve heard the stories.”
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